In trying to determine whether culture makes a difference, researchers usually compare different ethnic groups in the same society. In that way they try to keep external conditions constant by choosing groups that have similar class backgrounds and that entered the society at roughly the same time. This approach has been taken by several contributors to this volume. In my contribution, however, I look at the 'same' group -or rather, two groups that can be considered similar in many respects -in two different countries and try to understand their similarities and differences. A key question is how similarities should be explained and to what degree culture is a viable indicator for interpreting them. The two groups I have chosen to compare are the 'black' populations of two countries, Brazil and the Netherlands. Obviously what is 'black' in one context or country may be 'brown' or even 'white' in another. By 'black' I understand here the people who, in some specific context, see themselves and are seen by outsiders as being of African or partly African descent. Hence, I am not exactly comparing the same ethnic group in two situations. I am comparing people that either identify themselves as 'black' or have been constructed as such in two societies.
To gauge the ongoing importance of local contexts in explaining variance in black culture and race relations, without losing sight of the developing global black culture, I examine here two very different cities, Salvador and Amsterdam. They have been chosen for two reasons: my own research experience in these cities, and the fact that they differ in terms of ethnic history, size and demographic trends in the black population, as well as in the place that ethnicity or colour occupies in the labour market. The central question here is whether similarities exist in the ways in which young, lower-class black people in the Netherlands and Brazil try to improve their position and status in society. We shall indeed see some striking resemblances, but also some key differences. Should the common features be interpreted as a response to similar local conditions or as the consequence of cultural elements embedded in the black condition worldwide?
The black population is often regarded as one transnational ethnic group formed through the common history of slavery, the experience of racial discrimination and, according to Afro-centric scholars and many black leaders, a grounding of all variants of the black experience in 'African culture'.
2 Are the cultural similarities that are manifest in the black populations of different countries the result of roughly equivalent class positions (after all, we are dealing with populations at or near the bottom of the social ladder)? Or do they result from a common ethnic background -a condition deriving from the African and/or the slave past? Is the ethnic black background very ancient, or could it also be a by-product of contemporary globalizing processes? What role does the black community in the USA play in the development of a global black culture?
In studying the relationships between ethnic culture, ethnicity and social position, one feels intrigued by the economic success, or lack of it, within certain minority groups. As I address this question for the black populations of the two cities, I suggest that the ethnic habitus in which black people construct survival strategies, particularly in the sphere of economic activity, results from the combination of 'hard' and 'soft' factors. An example of the former is the demographic structure of the population; examples of the latter are the traditional black presence/absence in certain sections and niches of the labour market, and the accompanying discourses that naturalize racial difference.
I begin by sketching the situation of the black population in the two cities and by summarizing the findings of my research among young lower-class blacks in Salvador and Amsterdam. The particular focus is on (a) the system of opportunities and the ethnic stratification of the labour market; (b) the role of the state in the system of race relations; and (c) the black self-image and the construction of survival strategies. I analyse similarities and differences, and while I do touch on some key differences in the histories of the two populations, in this paper I have chosen for a synchronic comparison. The article is meant to generate ideas rather than to test them. Any generalizations and snapshots found throughout the article may be due to a lack of empirical data suitable for systematic comparison.
Salvador versus Amsterdam
Black presence in the two cities is very different. Since the first half of the 16th century, Salvador and its surroundings (Recôncavo) have been one of the main urban concentrations of blacks and dark-skinned mestizos in the New World -perhaps even the largest one of its kind. Inspired by the pursuit of 'Africanisms' in the New World or the 'origin' of black culture, many anthropologists have held Recôncavo to be an area where African traits have been strongly maintained.
